THE   IMMORTAL   REAR-GUARD
which position was again held by Ney,  together \vitfa
Victor, whom he joined on the 3oth.
It might have been thought that the cold had reached
a climax, but it was still increasing. Birds froze in the
bare trees and fell limply among the rabble of marchers.
Even the Guard was unable to preserve its pride of dis-
cipline, and numbers who, once having rested, could not
renew the struggle, were abandoned at the smouldering
bivouacs. It "was sometimes possible to sleep resting on a
knapsack, elbows on knees and with head cupped in the
hands, a position which brought the limbs into warming
contact while seeming to cramp away the gnaw of hunger.
Small wonder, then, that humanity was overlaid and
the savage returned, except in a few cases among the
ranks. For in the end devotion must always become a
prerogative of the simplest. Here and there a man could
be seen offering a few dry sticks, which were a precious
find in the waste, Tor the Emperor's fire'. But the
general mood was total insensibility to loss and suffering.
Watch iNey, whose miseries and responsibility have
been unequalled, at this most terrible stage of the re-
tirement. To one who brings him news of a stafl
officer's death he remarks: cWell, it is better that we
should regret him than that he should be regretting us/
A wounded soldier drops in the snow, and to his cry foi
assistance the Marshal returns a casual: 'What would you
have? You are one more victim of war.'
There wTas good need of hardening, as the Russiar
attacks were now driven home more fiercely. And once
again the highly fantastic encounters of 1812 presem
themselves as lying beyond the import of any words
Ney, musket in hand, dominating the shattered groups
Ney ordering his trumpeter to sound the 'Charge' at '<.
critical moment, and fooling the enemy into belief tha
his starved remnant was vital enough to plunge dowr
with the bayonet! Perhaps the most eloquent description
of so grotesque a warfare consists in a regular reminde:
of the numbers at his command. And by the 4th o.